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The present research is a pragmatic exploration into the translation of classical 
Chinese poetry from the perspective of relevance-theoretic approach to translation. 
The choice of this topic was prompted by an awareness on the part of the author that it 
is of urgent necessity to theorize the practice and methods of translation of classical 
Chinese poetry. This research draws heavily on Dan Sperber and Deidre Wilson’s 
relevance theory and Ernst-August Gutt’s relevance-theoretic approach to translation. 
Relevance theory has been formulated on the basis of an in-depth theoretical 
exploration of the concept of relevance and the recognition of two general principles: 
the Cognitive Principle that human cognition tends to be geared to the maximization 
of relevance; and the Communicative Principle that utterances create expectations of 
relevance. It begins with the claim that language communication is an 
ostensive-inferential process of cognition which takes place in the comprehension of 
utterances. According to relevance theory, people stick to the “principle of economy” 
in their communication — always expecting to achieve the greatest possible cognitive 
effect for the smallest possible processing effort. To achieve this result, individuals 
must focus their attention on what seems to them to be the most relevant information 
available. To communicate is to claim an individual’s attention: hence to 
communicate is to imply that the information communicated is relevant. This 
fundamental idea, that communicated information comes with a guarantee of 
relevance, is what Sperber and Wilson call the “principle of relevance”. 
Translation is considered as communication which, Gutt believes, is governed by 
relevance. Moreover, translation falls naturally into the category of interpretive use of 
language which, according to relevance theory, is constrained by the notion of 
faithfulness. As a result, the core relation between the translated text and the original 
text is one of interpretive resemblance. A good translated text resembles the original 
text closely enough in relevant respects. Originally, Gutt wished to establish a new 
theory to explain the process of and problems with translation, but when he found that 














faithfulness, which had been well explored in the field of translation studies, he chose 
to name his theory relevance-theoretic approach to translation, in order to recognize 
the debt owed to the founders of relevance theory as well as to prevent his theory 
from being completely overshadowed by them. 
On the basis of relevance theory and relevance-theoretic approach to translation, 
the present study attempts to explain the process of translation of classical Chinese 
poetry from a new perspective. A great number of translators and translation theorists 
have proposed various translation methods that mainly deal with the relation between 
the original poem and the translated version while relevance-theoretic approach 
provides a perspective to observe the relation between the translator and the target 
language reader. The translation of classical Chinese poetry should satisfy the 
cognitive expectations of target language readers — that is, the translation should 
faithfully resemble the original poem in relevant aspects so that target language 
readers can obtain maximal amount of contextual effects without making unnecessary 
efforts. 
Under this general guidance, the present author re-discusses the characteristics of 
classical Chinese poems and the difficulties in translating them. Through these 
discussions and analyses, the strong explanatory power of relevance-theoretic 
approach to translation of classical Chinese poems is shown. It is the belief of this 
author that relevance-theoretic approach to translation holds considerable promise for 
theorizing the practice and methods of translation of classical Chinese poetry into 
English. 
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Chapter 1  Introduction 
Inter-lingual communication, as described by I.A.Richards (1953) is “very 
probably the most complex type of event yet produced in the evolution of the cosmos” 
(p.250). It is particularly true of translating classical Chinese poetry into English. This 
study is the outcome of a growing personal concern over the theoretical foundations 
of the translation of classical Chinese poetry. The main thrust of this study is to 
explore a range of phenomena in the field of translating classical Chinese poetry into 
English and show how they can be accounted for in relevance-theoretic approach. It is 
the hope of the present author that this study can bring forth a fresh perspective upon 
which a new systematic and theoretically sound approach to translation of classical 
Chinese poetry can be based. 
1.1  Background of this study 
The issue of translating classical Chinese poems has never failed to fascinate 
translation theorists and practitioners, both at home and abroad. As China is playing 
an increasingly important role in global development in the 21st century, the demand 
for disseminating Chinese culture is growing at a faster rate than ever before. 
Classical Chinese poetry, as an important part of classical Chinese literature, which is 
an integral part of the great treasure of Chinese culture, has a special appeal to people 
all over the world. It is high time that Chinese scholars on translation theory and poem 
translators take it as their historical mission to theorize the practice and methods of 
poem translation. In the following sections, the present author will give a brief 
introduction to translation of classical Chinese poetry into English, as well as an 
overview of Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson’s (1986, 2001) relevance theory and 
Ernst-August Gutt’s (1991, 2004) relevance-theoretic approach (RTA) to translation. 
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Classical Chinese poems showcase the crystallized wisdom of Chinese people 
over thousands of years of civilization and provide stylistic and imagistic resources 
and inspirations to the world of English literature. A significant number of translators 
and poets at home and abroad have tried to introduce excellent classical Chinese 
poems into the English world and have earned great fame through their creative and 
explorative efforts. Distinguished poem translators include John Turner (1976), Witter 
Bynner (1972), Liu Wu-chi (1975), Kenneth Rexroth (1940), Herbert Giles (1915), 
Arthur Waley (1919), and Xu Yuanchong (1988), to name but a few. Besides, 
numerous scholars on translation theory have tried to answer such questions as 
whether classical Chinese poems are translatable or not, and if yes, whether they 
should be translated in the form of free verse or classical poetic composition; how to 
reproduce culturally-loaded expressions in classical Chinese poems; how to maintain 
the aesthetic beauty of original poems; and how to define faithfulness in poetry 
translation. 
Discussing the above mentioned questions from the perspective of relevance 
theory is treading on dangerous ground because currently there are no 
widely-accepted theories of translation of classical Chinese poems into English, let 
alone the application of pragmatics to this field. Therefore, the present author is 
writing this thesis, as an initiative and experimental exploration into the field of 
translating classical Chinese poems, not to propose an authoritative definition or 
standard for poetry translation but simply to elaborate on the idea of applying 
relevance-theoretic approach to the translation of classical Chinese poetry. The 
motivation behind this study stems from the author’s in-depth investigation into the 
characteristics of classical Chinese poems and their translated versions. 
In the face of voluminous collections of translated poems, translators and 
scholars vary in their opinions about methods and assessment standards for translating 
classical Chinese poems into English. Revolving around the questions of what to 
translate and how to translate, both translation practitioners and theorists of translation 
have raised innumerous propositions. For example, Xu Yuanchong (1984) advocates 
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sound and form” (p. 52); Amy Lowell believes that “the perfume of a poem is more 
important than its metrical form” (田惠刚，1994: 43); Robert Frost believes that poem 
“is what gets lost in translation” (丰华瞻, 1987: 89). Moreover, excellent translation 
practitioners have established three major schools for the translation of classical 
Chinese poems—rhymed verse school, blank verse school and imitative verse school 
(马红军，2006：123). 
Diversified suggestions have been brought forth by a legion of scholars and 
practitioners, but there is still short of a scientific, systemic and comprehensive 
approach concerning the issue of translating classical Chinese poetry into English. 
The present author proposes the application of RTA to translation of classical Chinese 
poetry, in the hope that this new insight into the establishment of a better theory 
contributes to the historical mission of theorizing the practice and methods of classical 
Chinese poetry translation. 
1.1.2  Relevance theory and relevance-theoretic approach to translation 
In 1986, Sperber and Wilson collaborated to publish Relevance: Communication 
and Cognition, in which “relevance theory” was proposed for the first time. Later, 
Wilson’s student Gutt applied relevance theory to translation and published his 
philosophy in Translation and Relevance: Cognition and Context (1991), a book 
based on his doctoral dissertation. 
Relevance theory is a theory dealing with language communication. According 
to relevance theory, communication is an ostensive-inferential process that starts from 
the speaker’s ostensive expression of his intention and ends with the audience’s 
recognition of that intention by the method of inference. Human nature decides that 
people’s communication always aims at optimal relevance — obtaining the maximal 
contextual effects without making unnecessary processing effort. 
Relevance theory has explained issues of language communication so well that 
Wilson’s student Gutt (1991) intended to build a translation theory on the basis of 
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applicable to the field of translation. He points out that translation is an inter-lingual 
communication process which is restrained by the principle of relevance and can be 
explained by relevance theory. A translated text should faithfully resemble the original 
text in aspects relevant to the audience. Detailed study on relevance theory and its 
application to translation will be presented in Chapters 2 and 3. 
1.2  Aim of this thesis 
In the face of the historical mission to theorize the practice and methods of 
translating classical Chinese poetry, the present author would like to incorporate RTA 
into the translation of classical Chinese poetry in the hope of contributing my insight 
and accelerating the progress of this mission. The primitive purpose of the present 
study is to introduce a fresh perspective into the research and practice of translating 
classical Chinese poems into English.  
Relevance theory has been widely accepted and further studied among Chinese 
scholars while RTA still needs to be further explored. The present author is making 
attempts to illustrate the development and rationale of relevance theory as well as the 
explanatory power of relevance-theoretic approach to translation. More importantly, 
the final aim of this study is to prove that RTA is applicable to the translation of 
classical Chinese poetry and this approach is enlightening for the mission of 
theorizing the practice and methods of translating classical Chinese poetry. 
1.3  Structure of this thesis 
This thesis is composed of five interconnected chapters around the research topic. 
Chapter 1 is an introduction which consists of explanations of the background of this 
thesis, the aim of this thesis and the composition of this thesis. Chapter 2 gives an 
in-depth investigation into relevance theory which is a very important theoretic 
foundation for this study. This chapter begins with a general introduction of relevance 
theory, follows with explanations of some critical concepts in the development of this 
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— a relevance-theoretic approach to translation — is a further development and 
application of the theory in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 not only consists of theoretic 
interpretation but also demonstrates the rationale of applying RTA to the translation of 
poetry. Chapter 4 is an application of the theoretic foundations to the practical subject 
of translating classical Chinese poetry into English. In this chapter, characteristics of 
classical Chinese poetry and the translating methods are discussed from 
relevance-theoretic approach. Through the analysis in Chapter 4, new insights into the 
translation of classical Chinese poetry are presented. Chapter 5 serves as a conclusion 
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Chapter 2  Relevance theory 
Pragmatics, the study of context-dependent aspects of utterance interpretation, is 
a relatively new discipline, which has developed rapidly during the last thirty years. 
Relevance theory is a new approach to pragmatics. It attempts to answer not only 
philosophical questions about the nature of communication, but also psychological 
questions about how the interpretation process unfolds in the hearer’s mind. It 
explicitly intends to explain language communication from a multi-disciplinary angle 
where linguistic philosophy, cognitive psychology and many other studies are 
incorporated.  
Modern pragmatics began with the work of philosopher Paul Grice, whose 
William James Lectures (given at Harvard in 1967) outlined an alternative to the 
classical code model of communication (Grice, 1989: Part One) by showing and 
proving the inferential nature of communication. Later, he put forward a series of 
rules governing the process of communication-comprehension, including the 
“Co-operative Principle” and “maxims of Quality, Quantity, Relation and Manner” 
(Grice, 1989: Part Two). Relevance theory began as an attempt to improve Grice’s 
approach and explore the other unanswered questions in the scope of communication 
but ended up looking very different. 
In this chapter, a general survey of relevance theory is presented, in which, first 
of all, the terms of “code model”, “inferential model”, “context”, and “contextual 
effect” are explained. In the latter part of this chapter, the central claims about 
relevance and the principle of relevance are defined. 
2.1  General introduction 
Relevance theory is formulated on the basis of exploring the concept of 
relevance and applying two general principles: the Cognitive Principle that human 
cognition tends to be geared to the maximization of relevance; and the 
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